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Introduction 
 
During this trip we visited a wide range of vocational schools, employers and apprenticeship 
training centres across the region of Styria.  These are all listed in Annex A.  We also met 
representatives from the local chambers of commerce and work, who presented helpful 
contextual information about the operation of the dual system in the region and within 
Austria.  The visit allowed us to gain a good idea about the broad educational experiences for 
those 80% of the population who choose one of the different forms of non-academic learning 
on offer for the 14-19 age group. 
 
We would particularly like to thank Martina Kastenhuber-Jakopeh, of the Vocational School 
at Gleinstätten, and Michaela Vörös-Achleitner, of the Vocational school at Bad Radkersburg, 
who were the joint organisers and hosts for our visit.  They both gave much of their own time 
and energy in helping to make the visit a success.  All the external organisations were most 
welcoming, generous of their time, and were all very well prepared for our visit. 
 
Overall Findings 
 
1. Early choices:  students in Austria are required to make early choices about the type 
education and training they want to receive after the age of 14/15.  The choice starts at around 
age 10, when decisions are made as to the type of ‘second stage’ compulsory school to attend, 
and then critically at age 14/15, where there are three main choices:  the academic route 
(about 20% of students choose this route) vocationally focused schools (about 40% select this 
route) and work-based vocational apprenticeships, which takes the other 40%.  This is the 
‘dual system’, where students typically follow a four year apprenticeship with guaranteed full-
time employment, combined with a fully residential vocational school period for each year of 
between 8 and 10 weeks.  These students must make a very early choice about their chosen 
occupational area, as all apprentices need to be in employment from the very start of the 
training period. 
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Our group was particularly interested to know both about (a) the social and developmental 
impact of this required early choice, and (b) how this might restrict options for students 
who wanted to change course between the ages of 14 and 19.  The following two paragraphs 

summarise some of our observations: 
 
1 (a) social impact of the system on 
young people:  because young people 
following the vocational 
apprenticeship route are required to 
be in full time employment from the 
start of their course, young people 
need to adopt a mature approach, as 
they are essentially simulating the 
world of work from day 1.  Whilst 
pay is low in the early years, and th
focus is on training, the hours are full 

time, and often far longer than many of the young people will have been used to.  Usually 
they need to be at work for about 38-40 hours per week, excluding breaks.  The residential
schools also involve long training days, simulating usual hours of work (typical hours are 
7.30am to 4.30pm daily). Residential schools mean the young people have to grow up very 
quickly, and need to dev
in
 
This can mean two different things: On the negative side, there is limited time for general 
education, and the development of wider interests and activities.  The corollary to this is tha
the young people mature very quickly, having to live and work at close quarters wit
colleagues 24 hours a day. This was demonstrated to us by the good level of wider 
communication skills shown by most students we met, and who gave presentations to us
during our visits.  Most showed a strong sense of responsibility and self-esteem for the 
choices they had made, and seemed fundamental
w
 
1 b) options for young people:  we debated whether the benefits of the system and the early 
choices involved may have been of more benefit to the economy as a whole rather than to th
individual.  There was evidence that a new flexible option introduced at age 18-19 to allow 
those 40% of students following the purely vocational route to follow a one-year ‘con
or ‘finishing’ course to allow access to other options including higher education was 
beginning to have benefits.  However once the decision had been made by a student at age 
15/16, the options to change course prior to age 18 did seem limited (albeit from the limited 
evidence we saw
o
 
We saw a positive example of the system allowing change at an automotive plant in Graz.  
Here, older apprentices were being taken on (one in her forties) in the industry, because they
already had a formal apprenticeship qualification in another (unrelated) area.  However we 
noted that is still necessary to hold th
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2. A high proportion of students follow vocational routes:  About 40% of the populati
by their 10th year of formal education (age 15/16), follow a fully work-based vocational 
training route.  This share is even higher amongst male students owing to the high number of 
specific occupations in traditionally male dominated areas (construction, electrical, technica
IT and automotive trades, for example.) Most of these people start their typically four 
apprenticeship at the age of 15 or 16.  Another 40% of the age-group attend full-time 
vocational school, where they are required to specialise in vocational areas but receive 
contextualised, but a broader curriculum offer alongside their chosen areas.  This means tha
around 80% of the 14-19 population do n
h
 
The clear conclusion from this is that in Austria most children from an early age have a v
strong and realistic connection to the world of work.  This provides clear benefits to the 
economy, both in enabling employers to plan accurately in terms of their own skills needs.
course and of course giving youngsters a better chance to find a job and quickly integrate 
themselves into company life.  This is confirmed in recent data we saw which showed that t
unemployment rate among apprenticeship graduates is lower than among people who have 
not completed any vocational route (ie the 20% academic, or ‘gymnasium’ graduates).  More 
widely, the approach to date may have encouraged a ‘culture of work’ to develop early
society, providing a level of social stability and order based on a clear demarcation of 
different trade occupations based on standardized, formal training from a young age.  What of
course we were not able to see during this visit, but which would make an interesting f
up study, was the impact that the system had on individual options post 19, including 
pathways through higher and adult e
a
 
3. English language skills:  all the vocational schools we saw emphasized the importance
teaching English.  All students, regardless of their own vocational specialization, spent a 
significant part of their week (typically about 15-20%) learning a foreign language, usually 
English.  The English we saw and heard in students’ work was of a high standard.  During o
visit in various vocational schools we were fortunate to receive presentations by groups of 
students about their work and way of life in the schools, given in very good English by 
who spoke.  One feature of good practice we noticed was that the learning of a foreign 
language was well integrated into subject-specific and technical course materials, as well as 
being a subject in its own right.  There was also a focus on the wider learning of presentation
and communication skills, which clearly helped to improve the students’ self confidence, as
well as their social and professional skills.  Our experience from our study visit and stay i
Styria was that virtually all the young pr
a
 
This universal teaching of English as a core requirement is an important feature of the sys
in Austria.  It contrasts well with some other EU countries, where the vocational training 
curriculum only includes the formal learning
a
 
4. School/Employer links:  The linkage between employers and the vocational schools we 
saw was extremely strong.  There were many cases where expensive and up to date equipment
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was supplied by local employers as part of a long standing mutually supportive relationship.
Many of the larger employers we saw provided their own in-house training facilities, ofte
including simulation activities and classrooms.  It was also clear that where apprentices 
moved into full employment, the staying on rate in employment at the chosen company was 
fairly high.  Their appeared to be strong support from the local chambers of commerce and of 
labor, who co-ordinated much of the activity and relationship building between employers an
schools, and had often forged close knit teams within individual institutions.   The system is
supported in statutory terms, with
in
 
The system has in the past helped to guarantee employment for graduate pupils from the 
vocational education route. These graduates command higher salaries, and are given more 
specialist work, than their cont
fo
 
5. Finding work placements:  all students have to find their own working placements with 
an employer before they can apply to vocational school and start an apprenticeship.  It was no
clear to what extent the schools helped in this process, or what other independent advic
guidance students received in making such a critical decision.  There also remains the 
question as to how beneficial it is to the future of the individual when a student wishes to 
change their vocational area, or type of learning, when they are already committed to one 
employer, or indee
b
 
6. Highly structured learning methods at vocational school:   At the vocational schools w
visited, the general approach to learning was very methodical.  Classes (usually between 10 

and 15, though sometimes combined in larger 
groups) worked together on common practical 
projects, with the lecturer explaining the task fo
the day, and then supervising individuals during 
the lesson as they got on with their own work.  
This had the advantage of ensuring everyon
was on track, and picking up on any who needed 
extra help.  However it was less clear how th
students were dealt with, and also, how any who 
may have been particularly talented, or who 
wished to take on further, more challenging 
work were catered for.  It seemed that all 

students moved through the vocational school systems at the same rate. We also noted the
g
classroom). 
 
One very positive feature was the dedication and professionalism shown by the senior 
lecturers and leaders who showed us around.  There was a clear commitment to the cause in 
each of the three vocational schools we saw, coupled with a clear passion for their areas
vocational activity.  This was particularly evident at the vocational school in Eibiswald
real effort had been made to improve the learning environment (by good use of natural 
lighting, and instilling a sense of history and meaning in their vocational area (electro-
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7. Economic climate:  A topical issue was what impact the global financial crisis of 2008 a
the impending recession might have on the current arrangements.  The training system 
requires a fairly stable, and predictable economy to operate effectively, and this has indeed 
been the case for at least the past 40 years.  However the recent economic downturn affectin
the whole of the EU does of course present a threat to this stability, and might demand m
flexible responses to s
d
economic prospe
 
Good Practice 
 
The professionalism, commitment and pride shown by both students and staff in all the 
vocational schools we saw has already been remarked on, and was a constant feature.  The 
highly structured approach to learning and close 1-1 interventions in the vocational schools 
was also a common feature, and meant that a very high proportion of students would complete 

eir courses.  Other aspects of good practice, many of which we have already remarked on in 

chools, many of which sponsor areas of the school for specific activities, 
and supplied the very goods and equipment, to ensure apprentices lea trade in modern, 
relevant contexts.  
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this report, but which we saw as particularly significant included the following: 
 
The strong, and long-term co-operation between schools and private companies and 
employers.  There were clear, well developed relationships between local private companies 
and the vocational s

rnt their 

 
The principle of equal access for all students with disabilities at vocational apprenticeship 
training schools . We saw examples in practice, including stair lifts built to accommodate the
needs of one student, and arrangements for blind and visually impaired students.  The regional
authorities were committed 

e principle of equal a
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Name of institution Contact 
All the schools and companies. See Annexes A  

Name of institution Contact 
Vocational school Eibiswald for electricians and radio www.lbs-eibiswald.ac.at 
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olicies and practices for further exploration and possible transfer to other countries:

 
Positive attempts to humanise learning environments, for trade areas involving large 
amounts of equipment and technical resources.  (eg variable lighting levels, good use of 
natural daylight in the design of the classrooms and

 
Intensive individual intervention approach used in vocational classes resulting in high 
completion rates.  We saw several examples where the tutor checking everybody’s work 
periodically during the session and intervening very quickly where an individual is m

 
Increasing flexibility was being built into the system, with all routes now allowing stud
the option to progress to hi

 purpose. 

 
Foreign (usually English) language learning was a core requirement in all the vocational 
schools we saw.  Not only was it taught to a high standard, but it was well

 and embedded in ma saw. 
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Name of institution Contact 
Company Magna Steyr Graz (car production) www.magnasteyr.com 

Name of institution Contact 
Vocational school Eibiswald for electricians and radio www.lbs-eibiswald.ac.at 

technicians 

Name of institution Contact 
Vocational school Eibiswald for electricians and radio www.lbs-eibiswald.ac.at 

technicians 

Name of institution Contact 
Vocational school Bad Radkersburg for sales assistants at www.lbs-radkersburg.ac.at/ 

supermarkets and food departments www.eurydice.org 

Name of institution Contact 
Vocational school Bad Radkersburg for sales assistants at www.lbs-radkersburg.ac.at/ 

supermarkets and food departments www.eurydice.org 

Vocational school Gleinstätten for bakers, confectioners, 

butchers, dressmakers/tailors, knitters

www.gleinstaetten.ac.at 

, sales assistants for 

textiles, shoes and leathergoods, etc. 
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greed common challenges faced by all or some countries:

Impact of the system on the make-up of wider society:  We have already remarked on the 
many positive issues the system brings, particularly to the economy as a whole, with a foc
on professional, relevant, intensive and highly employer-focused training.  We were also 
impressed with the high proportion of young people who enter a single vocational trade (wit
some scope for a related second area) at a relatively young age and noticed how committed 
they were to their learning and the almost automatic expectation that they would enter thei
chosen area of work.  We wondered about the positive and negative effects on this on the 
make up of wider society.  For example there might be an essential tension in system which
on the one hand ensured a deep-rooted social stability, citizenship and respect (based on a 
long standing, mutually beneficial ‘compact’ between state education and almost all medium 
and large sized employers), and on the other, early specialisation which might limit the scope 
for a broader education, the development of wider transferable skills, and the 
p
 
Economic uncertainty: How the system would be able to respond to future economic 
uncertainties, and changes in the labour market was another equally important issue.  The 
system had roots in a strong post war economy with an extensive, and highly developed rang
of vocational areas.  The schools we saw were clearly adapted to the latest developments in 
their vocational sectors, but more profound future change may demand greater flexibility in 
the diet of
in
 
Monitoring of employer based training:  One particular issue for further investigation, 
perhaps as the subject of a separate exercise or exchange visit, was how the quality of tra
and teaching was guaranteed.  We were interested, for example, in how employer bas
training was monitored, and how standards were upheld by the local authorities, via 
monitoring, support and inspection.  We did see some evidence of employers selecting 
trainees on a methodical and fair basis, and assessing their progress using systems they had 
designed themselves.  However we would be interested to know more about how vocational 
schools, and local authorities monitored the workloads, and the curriculum that appren
would follow each year in the work place as part of their contract of employment and 
learning.  This issue was particularly important for trainees placed at very small, or singl
handed employers, where there may be the lack of tutorial or assessment support in the 
workplace, and the need to be a ‘jack of all trades’.  We wondered what the curriculum 
requirements were in the workplace.  We also wondered how the system might provide th
necessary options for trainees in such situations to supplement or widen their on the job 
experiences where equipment and facilities might by definition be relatively limited, so
w
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List of providers visited 
 
Name of Institution/ Key contacts/ Nature of 

training/employment 

Web adress 

Official welcome by head of vocational school board www.lsr-stmk.gv.at 

Dietmar Vollmann 

Vocational school Bad Radkersburg for sales assistants at www.lbs-radkersburg.ac.at/ www.eurydice.org 

supermarkets and food departments 

 IHTL Bad Radkersburg www.ihtl.at 

vocational school for tourism  www.lbs-gleichenberg.ac.at 

Bad Gleichenberg 

Vocational school Arnfels for car technicians in cooperation www.lbs-arnfels.ac.at 

with HTL Kaindorf www.htl-kaindorf.ac.at 

Vocational school Gleinstätten for bakers, confectioners, www.gleinstaetten.ac.at 

butchers, dressmakers/tailors, knitters, sales assistants for 

textiles, shoes and leathergoods, etc. 

Company Magna Steyr Graz (car production) www.magnasteyr.com 

Company Odörfer (wholesale trade for iron, smith tools and www.odoerfer.at 

locks) 

Sightseeing Graz www.graztourismus.at 

Vocational school Eibiswald for electricians and radio www.lbs-eibiswald.ac.at 

technicians 

Arbeitkammer (no exact English expression) www.akstmk.at 

(Markus Kohlbacher)  

Economics and National economy (Dr. Peter Härtel) www.stvg.at 

www.wko.at/stmk/lehrlingsstelle 

Official welcome at the town hall of Leibnitz www.leibnitz.at 


